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All historical writing is in a sense 
a history of the present, even when 
published by university presses. 
It is not just meticulously docu- 
mented investigations; it also takes 
present concerns seriously. We in 
turn should take them seriously. 


Four recent works on modern 
Italian history document the point 
nicely. Often needlessly overt and 
excessively thorough, they are all 
at the same time invaluable to those 
of us with unacademic interests 
in Fascism, the intricacies of Italian 
Socialism, and the role of both or- 
ganized and unorganized Catholics 
in politics. 

Of the four, George W. Baer’s 
The Coming of the Italian-Ethiopian 
War is by reason of its subject mat- 
ter—and the obvious fact that Italian 
colonial ambitions have been put to 
rest—the most academic. The anal- 
ysis of Fascism is good but skeletal, 
and the contention that the invasion 
of Ethiopia is largely traceable to 
Mussolini's fears over growing un- 
rest at home is hardly oe 
Indeed, a better case can be made 
for the contrary (which the author 
also alludes to) that the conflict was 
the direct result of monstrous self- 
confidence and an uncontrollable 
itch for Pavventura. In most other 
respects, however, one can take no 
exception to Baers work. It is a 
persuasive indictment of the un- 
certainties and compromises of the 
diplomatic maneuvering that pre- 
ceded the war—for which all powers, 
including ourselves, bear heavy re- 
sponsibilities—and of a nationalism 
that inevitably reduced the League 
of Nations to a debating society. 

But the Ethiopian War was 
merely a chapter in the history of 
Fascism. Of more immediate con- 
cern for us today is the persistence 
of a “Fascist” mentality—a craving 
for black and white judgments, an 
impatience with democratic proce- 
dures, and a shirking of civic re- 
sponsibilities that appear in one 
form or another in virtually all poli- 
tical parties and among many indi- 
viduals who profess to be “apoliti- 
cal.” This mentality, for all practical 
purposes, is the subject of Gian- 
franco Poggi’s Catholic Action in 
Italy. Sociological jargon notwith- 
standing, the account of how Cath- 


olic action under Dr. Luigi Gedda’s 
leadership, from 1945 to about 1955, 
substituted “Mussolini is always 
right” with “The Pope is always 
right” is fascinating, and Sesatdle , 
frightening. The book does not pre- 
tend to solve the peculiarly Italian 
ev of a pontiff who cannot 

elp but be both spiritual and politi- 
cal leader. But there are hints of a 
solution in the account of revolt 
against Gedda’s aims and_tech- 
niques, in particular the revolt led 
by Mario Rossi, a left-wing Catholic 
who is representative of those Cath- 
olics cs today in the Center- 
Left coalition. 

Needless to say, the Commu- 
nists, under Togliatti’s leadership 
also exhibited a “Fascist” mentality. 
Their version was “Togliatti and 
Stalin are always right” for, in spite 
of occasional and tardive reserva- 
tion, the Communist leader consid- 
ered strict adherence to the party- 
line the prime requisite of political 
wisdom. It is a relief, therefore, to 
turn to John M. Cammett’s Antonio 
Gramsci and the Origins of Italian 
Communism. There is very little in 
English on this far more independ- 
ent, brilliant, and heroic Communist 
leader. Actually one might speak of 
three Gramsci’s: the theorist of the 
Ordine Nuovo, an intellectual Soci- 
alist group in Turin in 1919-1920; 
the leader of the semi-clandestine 
Communist Party from 1921 to 
1926; and the imprisoned Marxist 
intellectual who died in 1936. Cam- 
mett considers all three equally co- 
herent and brilliant. But I am more 
impressed by Gramsci’s individual 
analyses of Italian society and poli- 
tics than by his basic coherence. 
Nonetheless, I cannot think of a bet- 
ter full-length study of Gramsci yet 
published in English. 

In Coexistence, Communism 
and Its Practice in Bologna, 1945- 
1965, Robert H. Evans, in spite of 
reams of graphs and tables, offers 
a sprightly account of how the 
Communists won power there, how 
they keep it, and what their chances 
are of retaining it in the near future. 
Anyone with no previous knowledge 
of the “capitalist,” indeed “petit- 
bourgeois” Communism of Bologna 
can do no better than read this 
work. A knowledge of Communism 


in Bologna is indispensable for an 
understanding of Italian Commu- 
nism. It not only reveals much about 
a party whose ideology is supposed- 
ly distinct from that of its Socialist 
rivals, it offers, in these grim times, 
something resembling comic relief. 

Serge Hughes 
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